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Abstract

Prima facie conception can appear mysterious. Having a prima facie grasp of some-
thing means being ‘on the edge’ of conceiving. But it seems that often there is no
way for us to know if what our intuitions present as prima facie conceivable is actu-
ally conceivable, i.e. conceivable under ideal rational reflection. We propose a novel
account of prima facie conception: on the basis of working hypotheses concerning
the logical interactions of conception, sensory imagination and prima facie concep-
tion, we isolate different subtypes of what we call general prima facie conception.
With these tools, we explore (what seems to be) the deeper logical substructure
of prima facie conception. We hint at how this could help us understand different
reasons for different intuitions (for instance, regarding intuitive differences in the
truth-value of conditionals with impossible antecedents).

Keywords Conceivability - Imagination - Impossibility - Modal epistemology -
Intuitions

1 Introduction

We present: H, the mystery box. The mystery box is essentially a metaphor (for a
function) that we will employ in this essay to discuss prima facie conception. Prima
facie conception, as it is understood here, describes a ‘hazy’ state of mind involving
something that we do not fully grasp; something we conceive of at first glance. Prima
facie conception is closely related to epistemic uncertainty, since it arguably refers
to the delicate interface between sensory data, the possibility of their cognition and
genuine, propositional understanding.
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Philosophical thought experiments, for instance, often arguably arise from, or
consist in, acts of prima facie conception; we usually start with under-determined
scenarios that we ‘roughly assemble before our inner eye’, or even visualize in the
form of detailed, yet at first incomplete, visual representations in our minds (cf. Stu-
art, 2022; Chalmers, 2002). Only then, by reasoning, do we examine the scenario’s
coherence and can thus sometimes evaluate whether the respective scenario (or what
we believed to be the scenario) is not only prima facie, but ‘truly’ conceivable, i.e.
conceivable under ideal rational reflection (cf. Chalmers, 2002).! When mathemati-
cians investigate whether an unproven conjecture that theyassume to be a theorem
is de facto a theorem, prima facie conception also seems to play a role: intuitions
related to what they prima facie conceive to be a theorem seem to have some kind of
justificatory force and may serve as a kind of guide for their inquiry (cf. Priest, 2016;
Berto et al., 2018). Concerning the notion of prima facie conception that we employ
here, we are almost completely in line with Chalmers, who assumes that:

S is prima facie conceivable for a subject when S is conceivable for that subject
on first appearances. [...] S is ideally conceivable when S is conceivable on
ideal rational reflection. It sometimes happens that S is prima facie conceivable
to a subject, but that this prima facie conceivability is undermined by further
reflection showing that the tests that are criterial for conceivability are not in
fact passed. In this case, S is not ideally conceivable. > (Chalmers, 2002, p. 147)

Prima facie conception (as it is understood here) is therefore no guarantee for the
conceivability of what we conceive (or intuit to conceive) prima facie; prima facie
conception is in this respect defeasible, i.e. ‘half-sidedly mysterious’. It is taken to

'Ideal rational reflection is not easy to define, it could be understood in terms of a dynamic epistemic
modal logic such as the one introduced by (Duc, 1997).

2 According to Chalmers, and as we understand it here, ideal conception is thus how ideal, Godlike agents
conceive, whereas prima facie conception is our ‘messy’ seeming to conceive. An objection might arise
here: Shouldn’t an ideal being, not bound by computational resources or time, be able to conceive just
as finite agents conceive? Shouldn’t such a being be able to conceive even more? There are two things
to point out: (1) the theory presented below is compatible with the idea that an ideal being can conceive
exactly what we can conceive of and even more; Suppose a human believes to be conceiving what is
allegedly expressed by ‘x’, but in reality, without knowing that what ‘x” expresses cannot be conceived,
conceived something else, y. According to the approach presented here, an ideal being thus can conceive
y without any problem (given that y entails no contradiction), just as we do. The only, but crucial, dif-
ference between such a being and us, according to the views developed here, is that the respective being
always conceives at relevant depth (y in this case), while we don’t; cf. also DUC’s epistemic modal logic
quoted in the previous footnote. In a nutshell, DUC’s idea is that ideal agents can conceive what we do,
but cannot be in a state of insufficient computational depth. To anyone who is still dissatisfied, one could
point out the following: (2) there are many things that Godlike, ideal beings, if they were to exist, argu-
ably would not be able to do, such as lying. Cf., for instance, the views of Anselm of Canterbury on these
issues; “If God is perfectly just, he cannot lie. But if God is omnipotent, how can there be something he
cannot do? Anselm’s solution is to explain that omnipotence does not mean the ability to do everything;
instead, it means the possession of unlimited power. Now the so-called “ability” or “power” to lie is not
really a power at all; it is a kind of weakness. Being omnipotent, God has no weakness. So it turns out
that omnipotence actually entails the inability to lie.” (Williams, 2025, ch. 3.2). There is, however, also a
third dimension related to these worries that we address in the last section of the present work, related to
computational depth and to the transparency of introspection of ideal and non-ideal agents.
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refer to something that characterises specific epistemic states of finite, non-idealised
agents who do not have infinite resources and time at their disposal. For an ideal
being either conceives of something or does not, and if it does, it invariably does so
with adequate computational depth. It is therefore in our view not productive to speak
of ‘prima facie conception’ in the case of idealised reasoners. We, as finite agents, on
the contrary, rather frequently imagine something prima facie that we do not under-
stand at a relevant depth.?

‘Our approach differs, however, from Chalmers’ in that we do not ‘look’ directly
‘at’ S; instead of directly referring to what presumably is the content S of a prima
facie conception, we make use of the mystery box H, as a placeholder (with a func-
tion). For now, you can think of the mystery box in terms of an urn that might come
with nebulous beliefs aboutwhat you hold to be its content and sometimes with intu-
itions* concerning what prima facie appears to be its content. The further reasons for
this will hopefully become clear below.

Under the dogma that only non-contradictory sets of propositions and logically
possible objects — like triangles — are conceivable/imaginable (a thesis that we do not
want to defend here, but employ mainly as a working hypothesis), in this essay we try
to investigate the logical substructure of prima facie conception. This means we try to
‘look in” HH. The dogma that only non-contradictory sets of propositions (and possible
objects) are conceivable is what we call our ‘path’ in this essay, as this assumption
assures a stable epistemological ‘top-structure’ against which we can explore the
‘substructure’ of prima facie conception.

This paper is organised as follows: In a first step, we collect and formalise some
working hypotheses concerning plausible interactions of conception, sensory imagi-
nation and prima facie conception (Sect. 2). From these working hypotheses, it
emerges that the logical substructure of prima facie conception must be ramified in
a specific way. We trace these ramifications and thereby determine what we consider
to be different subtypes of prima facie conception (Sect. 3). But we do not stop there;
there is more substructure to unpack (Sect. 4). We then interpret the insights we have
gained and hint at how they might help us to better understand the object and ground
of, what seem to be, different reasons for different intuitions (Sect. 5). We then sum
up (Sect. 6).

3In other words, to anticipate this, we will argue that prima facie conception for ideal reasoners coincides

with ideal propositional understanding. There is only conception for ideal reasoners, and partial concep-
tion/grasp of a proposition, i.e. what we will call safe prima facie conception, is limited to non-ideal,
fallible agents. Regarding the modelling of cognitive agents in this vein, cf. both (Chalmers, 2002) and
(Duc, 1997).

4 There are various ways of talking about intuition in philosophy. For instance, one might refer to an imme-
diate, propositional, direct insight into ideas. Here, however, we use the term to refer to phenomena such
as when a mathematician has the intuition that a particular method of proof might be correct, or when we
have a ‘gut feeling’ about a particular prima facie conception (Antognazza & Segala, 2023). See also the
final section of this present essay.
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2 The top-structure

In order to discuss prima facie conception below, we will now first outline some plau-
sible assumptions about imagination understood in a general sense:’

Imagination in general, arguably, can be broken down into (at least) two modes
of imagination; sensory imagination (I), which involves the reproduction of sensory
data, as in the case of imagistic mental content, and conceptual imagination (C) —
sometimes also called attitudinal imagination —, which involves some level of con-
ceptual understanding but does not necessarily involve the reproduction of sensory
data. For example, if one assumes that St Andrews is not in Scotland but further
south, this does not necessarily seem to go hand in hand with vivid mental images
(i.e. with visual representation or simulations of the world) in our minds (cf. Kind,
2023).

Another example, which comes from Berto, is possibly even clearer; what does it
mean to conceive of the fact that stock prices are falling worldwide? It seems that no
particular visual mental image can be identified here that corresponds to the content
of the entirely possible conception (cf. Berto et al., 2022, p. 120).°

Following Descartes, our introspective experience when we try to conceive of a
chiliagon (a geometrical figure with one thousand corners and therefore sides) seems
to suggest that we can conceive of logically possible objects (such as the chiliagon)
that are not necessarily imaginable in the sense of visual representations in our minds
(cf. Descartes, 1996). So, even if it may be that for idealised agents sensory imag-
ination and conception could conflate (which we do not assume here’), for finite
agents sensory imagination arguably always implies an act of conception, but an act
of conceptual imagination should not be understood as necessarily implying sensory
imagination. It is, thus, arguably fair to assume that, whenever finite cognitive agents
‘bring something to their mind’, ‘understand something’, etc., this involves an act of
conceiving (C) but not always an act of (sensory) imagination (I).®

5 These assumptions, for the most part, are considered to be more or less established assumptions (Gendler
& Hawthorne, 2002; Chalmers, 2002).

5We are aware that these assumptions correspond to an oversimplification of the positions in the literature
concerning different types of imagination. However, we decide to keep these matters simplified in order
to avoid complications that could arise on the formal side when trying to capture more fine-grained
notions of imagination/conception. For our aim is not, strictly speaking, to make a contribution to the
philosophy of imagination, but to examine prima facie conception.

7 According to Brown, we are in line not only with him, but with Etchemendy, Barwise and Wittgenstein
concerning this dichotomy (cf. Brown, 1997): “It is probably true that anything can stand for anything.
But it is not true that anything can stand pictorially for anything. Something special is needed. But what
is it about a picture of X that makes it a picture of X? [...] In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein made a few
cryptic remarks about the relation between pictures and what they picture. [...] [Tractatus, 2.161]; [...]
[Tractatus, 2.18]. What this suggests is a kind of structural similarity, a notion which is captured by the
concept of an isomorphism. Barwise and Etchemendy (who are among the very few sympathetic to the
use of pictures in inference) explicitly adopt such a view. They hold that ‘a good diagram is isomorphic,

> 9

or at least homomorphic, to the situation it represents’.

8Indeed, one could argue at this point that one can very well imagine things without having a concept of
them, that therefore an act of visual imagination does not necessarily have to imply an act of conceptual
understanding. Think of phenomena such as freedom or love. We take note of this objection, but have no
space to discuss why we believe this stance to be false.
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Furthermore, we assume that imagination in general (comprising both C and I,
the two ways to grasp a proposition) encompasses not only those mental processes
which, to borrow Wansing’s term, are subject to “doxastic control” (Wansing, 2017,
p- 2844). In order to clarify what is meant, think of it this way: if someone addresses
you from the shadows, without being seen by you beforehand, and you understand
what he or she is saying to you, this may trigger visual images in your mind’s eye that
are not voluntary, but which fall under the concept of imagination employed here. Or
think of involuntary imagination under the influence of drugs, for instance. The fol-
lowing discussion is also concerned with such possible imaginative content.”

To further discuss the topics at hand from now on, we introduce the following
notions:'? T (imagination), C (conception)'!, PFC (prima facie conception), ¢ (logi-
cal possibility). We also introduce the interactions of ¢, I and C: ¢C (conceivability)
and Q1 (imaginability). With the exception of PEC'?, these are a/l taken to be normal,
diamond-like modal operators (for we take them to quantify over possible worlds
only'?).

Costa-Leite (2010) showed how the above notion of interaction of conceptual and
sensory imagination can be captured by what he, on the basis of their respective
philosophical provenance, calls The Law of Descartes-Vasilev and The First Law of
Hume (cf. also Gendler & Hawthorne, 2002, pp. 13-26):

(1) Iy —CpDescartes-Vasilev Law (imagination implies conception),
(2) Cp = OQ@The First Law of Hume (conception implies possibility).

From 1 and 2 we also getThe Second Law of Hume: 1o — Q¢ (imagination implies
possibility). 1 and 2 are thus sufficient to define the nesting of conception, (sensory)
imagination and logical possibility that is represented by Fig. 1 below.

If one excludes contradictory sets of propositions being conceivable from the out-
set, at first glance, it could seem plausible that even the most idealised agent can at
most conceive of what corresponds to the set of all logically possible worlds (W)
and of all possible objects (like triangles and so on). In view of our path, that is if
one excludes the conceivability of contradictory matters, it is, however, arguably
mistaken to assume that even the most ideal agent can conceive of the totality of
possible worlds (W). To clarify what this stance relies on, assume W is given exten-

°(It should be briefly noted that examples such as these can, of course, also be constructed using merely
conceptual, i.e. non-sensory/imagistic propositional content, as in the case of the stock-market example.
The aim here is simply to draw attention to doxastic control).

10The idea of a modal interaction logic of this kind goes back to Costa-Leite, who developed IMAG. For-
mally speaking, this paper is based on the idea of extending IMAG by prima facie operators (see below in
the text). Since it will not always be possible to specify everything that goes back to Costa-Leite’s work, it
should be emphasized here how important it is for this paper. Cf. Costa-Leite (2010).

"For the sake of economy and to avoid any confusion arising from similar terminology, we will often just
use the terms ‘imagination” and ‘conception’ in what follows, although, as mentioned above, we are actu-
ally referring to sensory imagination and conceptual imagination with the two.

12 This apparent ‘operator’ is trickier to define, which is the whole point of this essay.

13This means that, given that # is the respective operator, the semantics for the respective operator are:
#¢ is true at a world w iff Jv(wRv A ¢is TRUE at v).
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Fig. 1 Nesting model for imagination and conception

sionally: in an extensional account of logical space, given two atomic propositions
 and 1), the set of all (logically) possible worlds amounts to four possible worlds:
W{p A, ~p Ah, 0 A=), = A =i}

Assuming that an idealised agent can conceive of the totality of what is logically
possible (W), however, would already imply logical contradictions to be conceivable:
for what could appear to be the conception of all logically possible worlds, in our
example C[(¢ A ) A (mo A1) A (@ A=) A (—p A —1h)], is, of course, contradic-
tory. This just means that according to this notion of conceivability you might be able
to conceive that you are in the library and reading (¢ A 1) and also that you are not
in the library and reading (- A 1), but that you cannot conceive of the scenario
that you are at the library and reading and also not reading [(p AN ¥) N (p A )]
Since we are exploring the ‘path’ that has it that impossibilities are inconceivable, we
should not understand W as a candidate for the maximal propositional content con-
ceivable by an idealised agent (i.e. as what we want conceivability, OC, to express).
Since the ‘path’ demands that we exclude contradictory ‘chunks’ of propositions to
be conceivable (OC), we deny that W is ideally conceivable and we also exclude any
contradictory ‘chunk’, i.e. any contradictory subsets of possible worlds like (¢ A ¥)
A (—@ A 1), to be ideally conceivable too.

What has just been said is, in a way,'* why Salmon emphasized that one should
acknowledge that the notion of impossible worlds was already contained in Kripke’s
original idea of possible worlds:

Although it has not been generally recognized, impossible worlds already arise
in classical Kripke-style possible-world semantics for propositional modal
logic, in its T and B models. If w2 is not accessible to w1, and w1 is the actual
world, then w2 is an impossible world. (Salmon, 2024, p. 854)

We note, however, that free worlds as understood by Salmon (and possibly Kripke)
are not necessarily impossible due to their inconsistency with other worlds, but
merely due to a lack of accessibility. We will make use of the ‘impossible chunks’-
interpretation of possible world semantics: However, importantly, not by ‘reinterpret-
ing’ OC as quantifying over contradictory ‘chunks’ of W and thereby implying that

14 Salmon is concerned with Kripke models in which worlds are not accessible because there are no corre-
sponding condition on frames (see below in the main text), but such free worlds, arguably, can sometimes
be interpreted as contradictory chunks of the extensional logical space.
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ideal agents could conceive of logical contradictions arising from ‘free’, i.e. inacces-
sible worlds in logical space.

In the account proposed here, ideally conceivable (QC) shall maximally apply to
non-contradictory sets of propositions and possible objects — be W determined exten-
sionally or not. Ideally conceiving a set of propositions here is thus taken to imply
that the conceived set of propositions is free from contradictions. We can capture this
as a general interaction principle with what we call the law of ideal conceivability.
The law of ideal conceivability says that any ideally conceivable (OC) set of proposi-
tions (A) is necessarily non-contradictory (A ¥ 1) and vice versa:

O CA«— (A ¥ 1) (the dogmatic ‘path’).

(The mere possibility of forming contradictory chunks of per se conceivable proposi-
tions, which, going with Salmon, is not excluded by possible world frameworks from
the outset, here, however, shall not guarantee for the conceivability of a correspond-
ing contradiction of two per se conceivable conjuncts).

Let us now, to go on, also formally capture the already discussed hypothesis that
some contents of conceptions are sensorially imaginable, but that not every concep-
tual imagination (C) goes hand in hand with a sensory imagination (I). Any conceiv-
able set of propositions A is either imaginable (1) or not:

CA — [(O1A) V—(OIA)] (conception implies possible imaginability).

What else is there to say about I and C? We argue that it is plausible that the contents
of two different acts of imaginations/conceptions (two possible propositional con-
tents), should obey a principle of distribution:'® If an idealized agent imagines o A v
, the agent must arguably be able to imagine ¢ ‘separately’ from ), i.e. the ideal agent
must be able to imagine ¢ and also able to imagine . The same is arguably desirable
for conceiving. But one must be careful when formalising this, since one wants to
avoid that contradictions arise in case, say, ¥ implies —; in this case, it is reasonable
to assume that an ideal agent might be able to imagine ) and might be able to imagine
©, but is nevertheless not able to imagine 1) A ¢, since this would imply the imag-
inability of a contradiction (and we assumed this to be impossible). These desiderata
for distributivity and mergeability should thus arguably be captured by the following
principles that incorporate the conceivability condition (0CA«— (A ¥ 1)):

[(eAY) ¥ L] — [(OlpAQIY) «—Ol(wAY)] (imagination distribution),

[(A) ¥ L] — [(OCeAOC) «——OC(pA)] (conception distribution).'®

15Cf. the similar principles of distribution that are validated by IMAG, a language based on the fusion of
the interaction-axioms (Descartes-Vasilev’s and Humes’s Laws) and three semantically identical (they all
have ‘diamond-like’ truth conditions) normal modal logics (for possibility, conception and imagination):
Costa-Leite (2010).

16Note that one can conceive of a non-extended colour and of a non-coloured extension; but this does not
mean that one can therefore also have an imagistic representation of a non-extended colour. However,
since Descartes-Vasilev merely posits a dependency in the other direction (imagination implies concep-
tion), this arguably provides no counterexample to the principles. Nevertheless, we observe that the merg-
ing/distribution in the case of mere conception is perhaps less controversial.
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Fig. 2 Nesting of imagination, conception and prima
facie conception

PFC C

These laws say that distribution (and merging) for acts of imagination and concep-
tion are possible for ideal agents as long as the conjunction of the respective proposi-
tions does not imply a contradiction.

Now one might think that the phenomenon of prima facie, as we have roughly
outlined it so far according to Chalmers, can be captured in analogy to how concep-
tion relates to visual imaginability (CA— [(OIA) V—(OIA)]). This means one might
think of prima facie conception assuming that imagination and conception alway-
simply prima facie conception, but that, ‘looking’ from the ‘level below’, PFC either
leads to conceivability or not (and that if'it leads to conceivability, then possibly to
imaginability):

Cyp— PFCy (conception implies prima facie conception),
Io— PFCy (imagination implies prima facie conception),
PFCH— [(OCH) V—~(OCH)] (PFC implies possible conceivability).

These assumptions about prima facie conception result in the nesting represented in
Fig. 2. We call this the naive view of prima facie conception. We term it the naive
view because, as we now show, this view is unsatisfactory.

We now show the extent to which PFC understood in this naive way is unsatisfac-
tory by first showing the implications of our assumptions so far. Here are all relevant
previous assumptions:

(1) Iyp— Cyp (Descartes-Vasilev Law: imagination implies conception)
(2) Cp—O (The First Law of Hume: conception implies possibility)
(3) Iy— PFCyp (imagination implies prima facie conception)

(4) OCA+— (AF L) (the dogmatic ‘path’)

(5) CA— [(OIA) V= (OIA)] (conception implies possible imaginability)
(6) PFCH— [(OCH) v—(OCH)] (PFC implies possible conceivability)

Let us now assume a (naive) prima facie act of conception (PFCH) of a rational

agent. Assume that something is ‘in’ H; assume something is prima facie conceived.
Assuming PFCH and the above, results in what follows:

@ Springer



Synthese (2026) 208:72 Page 9 of 25 72

1. PFCH (given)
2. (OCH) Vv ~(OCH)
3. —|(>CE§|
4. -(HF L
5. HFL 7. OCE
6. outcomel

8. -CH

9. outcome2 10. Co

11. (Qlg) v ~(Olg)

12. Ol 15. Ol
13. OCo A Ol 16. $Co A Ol
14. outcome3 17.  outcomed

Let us interpret this intuitive, tableaux-like representation. We draw attention to all
four possible ‘outcomes’ of prima facie conception as it is understood so far and also
to the branch 7-10, i.c. the case of a prima facie conception where the content of the
mystery box ‘comes to light” in the form of a conceivable proposition/possible object:

Outcome 1 can be interpreted as the result of a case of prima facie conception
where one observes the non-conceivability of the respective contents of the mystery
box. In this scenario, it seems nothing meaningful can be said about the content of
the mystery box (for it is inconceivable according to our axioms). Outcome 2 can be
interpreted as the case in which the contents of the mystery box are ideally conceiv-
able, but are not actually conceived of.

The transition from 7 to 10 can be interpreted in terms of representing the safe
pathway to conceivability that prima facie conceivability can be (prima facie concep-
tion implies possible conceivability and imaginability): Outcome 3 and 4 describe
these uncontroversial ‘results’ of an act of prima facie conception arising from our
axioms, namely the possibility that, generally speaking, the content of an act of prima
facie conception can imply the conceivability and imaginability of what is prima
facie conceived. In this case, metaphorically speaking, we are ‘allowed’ to open the
box, since Ip— PFCyp and Co— PFCp. For these two scenarios, i.e. possible out-
comes of some acts of prima facie conception (outcome 3 and 4), it seems we can
state that PFCep.

Now it is hopefully becoming clear why we introduced the metaphor of the mys-
tery box H from the beginning on: given our ‘path’, there seems to be no way to know
what agents prima facie conceive of in the case of outcome 1. And if one therefore, in
such cases of prima facie conception, cannot know if what an agent (allegedly) prima
facie conceived is even conceivable, it follows, in view of our path, that we cannot be
sure that there is any propositional content (or possible object) in the box to be iden-
tified. Metaphorically speaking, we will try to shed some more light on this in this
essay (we try to ‘illuminate’ the obscure parts of the inside of the mystery box). First,
however, we must discuss why the prima facie account provided so far is unhelpful.
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2.1 Why naive prima facie is unhelpful

Assume p is a theorem of geometry, i.c. a mathematical conjecture that has
proven to be true. Assume further that an agent ¢ is an excellent mathematician.
The agent ¢ can not only provide an analytical proof of what she at first only
prima facie conceived of (PFCp), but can also pictorially imagine a proof of p
in her mind, as many mathematicians are able to do:'’Picture proofs [in math-
ematics] are obviously too effective to be dismissed and they are potentially too
powerful to be ignored. Making sympathetic sense of them is what is required
of'us. (Brown, 1997, p. 179)

The mathematician Felix Klein wrote about imaginative, visual/pictorial reasoning
in mathematics:

Mathematics is not merely a matter of understanding but quite essentially a
matter of imagination. (Arana, 2016, p. 463)

According to these quoted thinkers, the excellent mathematician ¢ of our example
would arguably fulfil Ip, Cp, and PFCp (she would imagine p, conceive of p and,
since this is the most basic way of conceiving, prima facie conceive of p). Now sup-
pose other, less talented mathematicians also tried to work on the theorem p, before
it was proven to be a theorem by c.

Priest (2016) and other impossibilitists like Jago and Berto (Cf. Berto & Jago,
2019, p. 21 ff.; Berto, 2017) would argue at this point that the above notion of prima
facie conceivability is helpful in order to describe the successful mathematician, but
unhelpful when it comes to describe what goes on in the mind of all those ‘unsuc-
cessful” mathematicians that also (according to impossibilists) worked on the same
problem but held the negation of p to be true. These mathematicians (so they would
argue) must have prima facie conceived of the negation of p (PFC—p):

Some things that are epistemically possible would seem to be logically impos-
sible. Thus, before Wiles’ proof of the truth of Fermat’s last theorem, its nega-
tion was epistemically possible, though logically impossible. (Priest, 2016, p.
2652)

Let us turn back to our example of the geometrical theorem p. Priest, as we have
just seen, apparently would argue that the ‘unsuccessful mathematicians’ must have
conceived of something, when they prima facie conceived of —p. Priest proposes to

17Besides the references following down below in the text, cf. also, classically, the introduction of Geom-
etry and the Imagination by David Hilbert and Stephan Cohn-Vossen (1952) with regard to the dichotomy
of conception and visual imagination (Hilbert & Cohn-Vossen, 1952). Note furthermore, how Brown,
concerning a specific case, ascribes a kind of prima facie reliability to the respective picture proof that is
superior to what is available in terms of an alternative analytic proof: “One of these (the picture) is prima
facie reliable. The other (the analytic proof) is questionable, but our confidence in it is greatly enhanced by
the fact that it agrees with the reliable method.” Brown (1997, 166).
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broaden our notion of conception (and likely would suggest this also for prima facie
conception), assuming that PFC—p and even C—p and potentially [-p are possible
epistemic acts (p still being the imaginable theorem of geometry, i.e. something true
in every world where the laws of logic hold, i.e. true in every world in W). Therefore,
Priest, like other impossibilists,'® suggests to give up the idea that only non-contra-
dictory matters can be conceived of (0)CA<«— (A¥_L). Priest and other impossibil-
ists suggest adapting formal semantics based on intuitions (intuitions related to what
is inconceivable according to ‘our path’) and they propose to ‘expand’ the realm of
what is absolutely conceivable to include the realm of logical impossibility — that is,
to assume that the realm of what is logically impossible has always been an integral
part of it."

We do agree with Priest and other impossibilists on the fact that a possibilist notion
of conception (inherent to the notion of prima facie conception we have discussed so
far) is unhelpful in describing what goes on in the mind of the “‘unsuccessful” math-
ematicians (and possibly in all minds that appear to conceive of logical impossibili-
ties). But we explore the opposite path when it comes to the consequences this should
have for our logical theory: Instead of adapting formal semantics to our intuitions,
we explore the logical substructure of prima facie conception. We keep the above
assumptions about what is ideally conceivable as they are. We instead inquire what
arguably must be ‘in’ H, given our ‘path’, by providing in what follows a slightly
more fine-grained, recursive account of prima facie conception.

3 Logical substructure(s) of prima facie conception

We now begin to explore the logical substructure of prima facie conception. For this
purpose, let us first assume that both outcomes of the ‘visible’ top-structure (3 and 4
in the tableaux) can each be matched to an underlying, different fype of prima facie
conception; In this sense, we first distinguish the above observed two subtypes of
prima facie conception that are, ideally speaking, safe guides to possibility:

18 Cf (Priest, 2016; Berto, 2017, 2014; Berto & Jago, 2019; Tanaka, 2018).

19 One possible strategy for formally realizing the desired, expanded conception of conceivability involves
introducing logically impossible worlds. Impossible worlds are, roughly put, logical safe-spaces within a
given language L where fundamental logical principles, like the law of excluded middle, are ‘allowed’ to
fail so that, in a way, the negation of theorems is ‘allowed’ to hold (cf. Berto et al., 2018). We would like
to note that, under a particular interpretation, even proponents of a logically conservative modal episte-
mology such as Williamson can be read as impossibilists. For instance, the way he discusses epistemic
processes that lead us to become aware of metaphysical necessities seems to imply that we do not merely
conceive of what is logically possible: We determine that A is necessary by imagining the negation of A
and counterfactually deducing an inconsistency: if = A were true, a contradiction would follow. Because a
contradiction is logically impossible, —A cannot be true. It follows, therefore, that A must be true, render-
ing it necessary. Throughout this process, we conceive of —A as that which is ultimately revealed to be
an absolute impossibility. However, there is also an interpretation of Williamson that suggests that in such
cases there is suppositional reasoning without conception at work, thereby placing him on the side of the
possibilists. Cf. Williamson (2007), ch. 5).
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(1) PFCI (safe prima facie imagination that ideally implies imagination and
conception),

(2) PFCC (safe prima facie conception that ideally implies conception but does
never imply imagination).

We assume that these subtypes of prima facie, the safe subtypes, are those safe ‘paths’
to conceivability and logical possibility we observed as interpretable scenarios on the
top-structure for prima facie acts (hence ‘safe’). These subtypes of prima facie argu-
ably can be captured as follows:

o Ipy—PFCly (imagination implies safe prima facie imagination)

o PFClp—Oly (safe prima facie imagination implies imaginability and therewith
conceivability)

o Cp—PFCCyp (conception implies safe prima facie conception)

o PFCCyp—OCy (safe prima facie conception implies only conceivability)

We therefore demystify H with respect these two possible, safe cases of prima facie
conception. For we assume, as our axioms suggest, that in these two cases, we are
‘allowed’ to ‘look’ into the box; we take these to guarantee for conceivability/imag-
inability, that is guaranteed possibility of conception/imagination under ideal rational
reflection. This means that ideal conceivability/imaginability of ¢ arguably allows
us in turn to assume an idealised act of conception of ¢ that relates to the respective
prima facie conception of ¢ and thus ‘sheds light’ into the respective mystery box.

For these safe and transparent types of prima facie conception it furthermore
seems plausible to assume a principle of distributivity and mergeability, just as we
did for conception and imagination:

[(pAY) ¥ L] — [(OPFCCpAQPFCCy) «—OPFCC(pAY)],
(safe prima facie conception distribution and merging),

[(eAY) ¥ L] — [(OPFCIpAOPFCIY) «—OPFCI(pAY)],
(safe prima facie imagination distribution and merging).

We are approaching the core idea of this essay that consists in a structural argument;
for given these two safe subtypes, one might argue that, symmetrically to the above
assumptions about safe types, there must be two other prima facie types that cannot
go hand in hand with imaginability and conceivability (let us call them ‘dead-end’-
types of prima facie conception). For without assuming prima facie dead-ends, the
whole concept of prima facie would be reduced to absurdity, since prima facie, in
light of our path, was only introduced in order to ‘separate the wheat from the chaff’,
i.e. in order to separate what, ideally speaking, guides to conceivability/imaginability
from what does never:

(1) PFCC (dead-end prima facie conception),
(2) PFCI (dead-end prima facie imagination).
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These seem to be the obscure types of prima facie conception that arguably create
problems ‘in the top-structure’ — they are part of the reason for the mystery box
metaphor. For if the two above safe cases of prima facie conception (PFCC, PFCI)
are ‘made transparent’, there must be another ‘obscure, non-transparent’ subtype of
prima facie conception/imagination to be held accountable for the unsafety of prima
facie conception. But how could one capture this, formally speaking? And what is the
content of these acts of prima facie conception, if it is not not a conceivable proposi-
tion or a possible object?

In Stalnaker’s tradition,”” we argue that these types of prima facie conception could
be analysed as being formulas that map sentences to propositions. This means we
define dead-end prima facie conception/imagination by making use of interactions of
prima facie types: in the case of dead-end prima facie imagination, we assume that
whenever cognitive agents prima facie imagine in this way, the respective agents are
safely prima facie imagining a proposition, something conceivable, ideally speaking.
(We do not yet discuss the obvious follow-up question of how the function between
sentences and propositions could be thought of; we will get back to this soon). We
thus propose the following: In view of a PFCI-type act of prima facie involving
a sentence like ‘colourless squared circles are green™', one can interpret PFCI
colourless squared circles are green as:

0

o PFClcolourless squared circles are green—PFClp (dead-end prima facie im-
agination implies safe prima facie imagination).

We assume this to be the case also for dead-end prima facie conception:

o PFCCsentence—PFCCyp (dead-end prima facie conception implies safe prima
facie conception).

We thus, in a first step, assume PFCC and PFCI each to be functions that map sen-
tences to safely prima facie conceivable sets of propositions or possible objects. This
sounds really technical, hence it is opportune to ‘look at this in action’; we assume a
dead-end act of prima facie imagination (PFClsentence) and observe the implica-
tions of what we have postulated:

20The tradition underlying our approach can easily be grasped given the example of counterpossibles; “the
Lewis-Stalnaker semantics has it that, if there are no A-worlds, A [0 —B comes out automatically true.
The conditional with the same antecedent and opposite consequent, A [ — —B, comes out true, too, for
the same reason. In general, all counterpossibles are vacuously true. The standard treatment of counter-
factuals implies vacuism about counterpossibles.” (Berto & Jago, 2019, 267). Our approach consists in
keeping the vacuism assumption and instead denying that our intuitions can refer to (conceptions related to
alleged propositional contents of impossible antecedents of) counterpossibles. Cf. also (Goodman, 2004)
on Stalnaker’s tradition.

21 This is indeed a reference to Chomsky, who used a very similar, by now famous sentence (colourless
green ideas sleep furiously) to demonstrate what he holds to be the semantic meaninglessness of some
grammatically well-formed sentences (cf. Chomsky, 1957, 15). This connects with our inquiry insofar as
dead-end prima facie conception might correspond to meaninglessness but also, at times, correlate with
some different, and somehow related act of safe prima facie conception.
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1. PFClsentence  (given)
2. PFClyp (result)
3. PFClp — Ol
4, QI(p
7. lp
5 g 8. Ip—->Cop
6. outcomel % Co
' 10. Cop Al

11. outcome2

Here we show the branching of the proposed notion of dead-end prima facie
conception:

1. PFCCsentence  (given)
2. PFCCop (result)
3. PFCCgy — (Cop
4. OCo
/\
5. -Cop 7. Cop
6. outcomel 8. outcomel

So it seems that what in the literature is often just called prima facie concep-
tion actually could well collapse into the following subtypes of prima facie concep-
tion, which arguably together might constitute the insides of the mystery box (H).
Together, they seem to provide an account of (the first layer) of the logical substruc-
ture of general prima facie (GPF):

(1) PFClp— Ol (safe prima facie imagination implies ideal imaginability)

(2) PFCCp—OCyp (safe prima facie conception implies ideal conceivability)

(3) PFCCsentence—PFCCy (dead-end prima facie conception implies safe prima
facie conception)

(4) PFClsentence—PFCly (dead-end prima facie imagination implies safe prima
facie imagination)

We are aware of the fact that this above account does not say anything yet about how
the mapping of sentences to apparently unrelated, ‘alternative’ propositions in the
case of both dead-end prima facie types could look like. We will come to this later.
General prima facie, what we tried to explore employing the mystery box metaphor
(), can thus possibly be understood as follows:

GPF——[(OPFCIVOPFCC) A (OPEFCIV OPFCCQO)]

This says that any act of general prima facie conception, if it leads to something,
must either lead to (A) a safe act of prima facie conception/imagination of a propo-
sition or to (B) a dead-end act of prima facie conception/imagination involving, in
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some way, a sentence. And if B is the case, this means that actually something else is
possibly safely conceived of prima facie: 2>

1. GPF (given)

/\

2. PFCIvVv PFCC 3. PFCIv PFCC

4. PFCIvPFCC

So far we employed the metaphor of the mystery box when we used the naive
notion of prima facie conception (PFCH). We will now fry to get rid of this metaphor
and of naive prima facie by first attempting to provide a general account of prima
facie conception relying on the idea of it being a general function that takes in a
sentence (or a set of sentences) S — just like we assumed it to be the case for the two
obscure subtypes of prima facie conception. This means, we assume general prima
facie conception to be a function that takes in as a variable a well formed linguistic
entity, a piece of informationS (a physical entity made of written words or spoken
sounds that is processed in the brain).

This means we assume that brain states are formed as a result of the reception
of a syntactically well-formed sentence S by a competent speaker. We call this the
linguistic parsing of the linguistic entity S. Since the well-formedness of a sentence
does not imply that the sentence expresses a conceivable proposition (for instance,
in the case of the well-formed sentence ‘colourless ideas sleep squared circles’), we
assume that a sentence S either expresses a proposition (namely, precisely when,
upon being parsed by a competent speaker, it straightforwardly leads to a mental state
corresponding to a conceivable proposition) or it does not. We therefore understand
linguistic parsing as a cognitive process that is not necessarily resulting in proposi-
tional understanding (see below).

Let us be as clear as possible here, to avoid confusion; According to this chosen
wording, one does never linguistically parse propositions. One parses a linguistic
entity that can express a proposition. In case it does express a proposition, one can
eventually imagine/conceive of the conveyed proposition; Following Garcia-Carpin-
tero and Palmira (2022), one can thus say that, in the successful case of linguistic
parsing, the brain states involved during linguistic parsing — as well as the sentence
— both ‘served as vehicles’ for the conveyed propositional content. In this way, the
mind ultimately can grasp the proposition, by imagining/conceiving the content that
the propositional vehicles ‘carried’.

22 At this point, one might consider whether prima facie undecidability could not also be introduced fol-
lowing (Yablo, 1993) as an additional, separate subtype of prima facie conception/imagination. It might
be reasonable to assume that there are matters that are neither ideally conceivable nor contradictory
(one could introduce a new, third type of prima facie for this purpose, here depicted by the overline):
PFCx — (=OPFCIz A ~OPFCCx A ~OPFCI-z A ~OPFCC—x). However, we are not further
inquiring into this idea here.
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There are different approaches available in the literature on how such parsing func-
tions that map a sentence (or a set of sentences) S to a proposition P might look like.>*
We are, however, not primarily interested in the details of the biological/psychologi-
cal side of this question here, i.e. in how the respective mapping can be modelled, say,
neurologically, but in the epistemological side, i.e. in how a mapping could be pos-
sible at all in cases of merely apparent conceptions (dead-end prima facie conception/
imagination).

Given our possibilist dogma concerning absolute conceivability, in a first step we
propose to think of general prima facie in terms of the following process (1-4):

1. Parsing: Receiving a sentence S, a cognitive agent has new sensory data; the
data must be linguistically parsed. We take the involved brain states (the brain
states that constitute linguistic parsing) to be different in kind from acts of
conception/imagination and therefore from understanding; in opposition to the
latter, we assume that the respective brain states

(a) are potential vehicles for propositional content,

(b) but can also fail to be vehicles for propositional content.?*

2. The parsing-test>: This test ‘asks’ the following: Does the respective parsing
from step 1 result in a propositional event in the mind of the recipient of S? Does
the respective mental event furthermore involve visual/sensory representations?

3. IF the answer to the first part of the parsing-test is positive, then S is taken to
encode the respective proposition ¢. If, furthermore, the mental event involves
visual representation, ¢ is ‘passed on’ to PFCI: PFClIy. If the answer to the
first part of the parsing-test is positive, but the parsing did not involve visual rep-
resentations, ¢ is passed on only to PFCC: PFCCe. In this way, it is assured
that a sentence S can’® straightforwardly guide to conception and imagination and
therewith possibly result in an understanding of the corresponding proposition (or
in an adequate conception/imagination of a possible object).

4, ELSE: S is ‘passed on’ to the dead-end conception/imagination-types: PFCLS
or PFCCS that in turn result in PFCIp or PFCCyp. This says nothing else
than what we assumed above, namely that PFCI and PFCC are substructural

23 Compare for instance the ideas on the history of the research in the field of semantic parsing in: Zhang
et al. (2025).

24Sentences and brain states resulting from parsing of whole sentences can fail to carry and convey propo-
sitional content — they can fail to serve as ‘vehicles for meaning’. Just think, again, of the reception of
the sentence “I am sitting at the library and I am reading and I am not reading”. The sentence as a whole
fails to convey something that can have a truth value with respect to any logically possible world and the
respective brain states thus fail to serve as vehicles for propositional content — at least at a face-value read-
ing, i.e. ‘on the top-structure’.

21t is very important to emphasise that by using the term ‘test’, we do not wish to suggest that this is a
process consciously carried out by the agents, a test that would provide them with any introspective clarity
regarding the relationship between sentence, parsing and proposition. Here, we are describing the agent
from the epistemological bird’s eye perspective, not their phenomenology.

26Remember the branching of prima facie conception shown above.
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functions that somehow map a sentence to a proposition.”” (This is thus still a
problematic interim assumption).

Now a huge problem arises that we had postponed so far: If we just assume that the
respective sentence expresses what could be the content of a dead-end, i.e. appar-
ent act of conception/imagination (4), there seems to be no way of finding out how
@ relates to S. For there seems to be no way to find out what an agent prima facie
conceives of in case the agent undergoes a process of linguistic parsing that does
not lead to propositional imagination/conception. For if it is assumed that some
linguistic parsings do not end up in propositional understanding (2—4), and if only
non-contradictory sets of propositions (and possible objects) can be conceived of/
imagined, there seems to be no way to even write a paper about the nature of the rela-
tion between ¢ and S: For one would have to be able to isolate at least one case for
which a statement about the content of a dead-end conception is possible, so that one
could say something about what connects dead-end conceptions with safe prima facie
conceptions more generally. Under our premises, however, any attempt to describe
the content (allegedly) encoded by a sentence that leads to a dead-end conception
would amount to an attempt to describe the propositional content of something that
cannot express a proposition — that sounds unpromising.

It thus appears that, given our possibilist dogma concerning conceivability and
imaginability (our path), this is the point where our inquiry into the substructure of
prima facie conception and imagination must have an end; In the following subsec-
tion, however, we will argue that there is a way to further explore the deeper structure
of the dead-end branches of general prima facie (without accepting, to Wittgenstein’s
horror,?® that contradictions per se could somehow have propositional content).

4 The deep substructure of prima facie conception

We now attempt to inquire further into what we have called the dead-end types of
general prima facie (GPF), i.e. those types of general prima facie that are still obscure:

o PFCCsentence—PFCCyp (dead-end prima facie conception implies safe prima
facie conception of something),

o PFClIsentence—PFClp (dead-end prima facie imagination implies safe prima
facie imagination of something).

So far, we have proposed to interpret these two subtypes of general prima facie
merely in terms of functions from a sentence (or a set of sentences) S to a proposition
© (and so far we have not proposed any account of the workings of said function).
What we have done so far is only to hypothesise that those intuitions that we believe
to be related to a proposition arising from a dead-end act of prima facie conception

27 Given our assumptions: PEClIsentence—PFClyp and PFC Csentence—PFCCep.

28 Essentially we accept that: “[...] contradictions [...] do not represent any possible situations.” (Wittgen-
stein 1961, 4.462).
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of S are actually concomitant to a different, safe act of prima facie conception. — L.e.
are actually, in a way, about a different proposition ¢, different from whatever impos-
sibilists believe to be expressed by the respective S.

We propose the following, in a certain sense Kantian, way to illuminate the dead-
end subtypes; we believe one can ask about the condition for the possibility for why
certain mental events cannot function as vehicles for propositional content: In other
words, one can ask about the conditions of possibility for why certain parsing pro-
cesses fail to be ‘vehicles’ for propositional content, given that one has a concept of
what makes processes of linguistic parsing successful in conveying a propositional
content from sentences to the mind. We call this the transcendental argument*for the
deep logical substructure of prima facie conception:

(i) The brain states corresponding to the linguistic parsing of a linguistic entity S
can be vehicles for propositional content (a), but can also fail to be vehicles for
propositional content (b).

(i) The parsing of a linguistic entity S either results in a safe act of prima facie con-
ception/imagination or in a dead-end act of prima facie conception/imagination.

(iii) Those prima facie acts that are safe guides to conceivability/imaginability are
safe if and only if the brain states corresponding to the linguistic parsing convey
a proposition, if they act as a vehicle for propositional content.

(iv) Only non-contradictory sets of propositions are conceivable: QCA<+— (AFL).

(v) A condition for the possibility of any xto qualify as a vehicle for propositional
content is that xis non-contradictory. (This is the transcendental premise that
gives the argument its name. We will soon define what ‘contradictory’ shall
mean in this context).

ic A mental event that is non-contradictory qualifies as vehicle for propositional con-
tent and thus is, ideally speaking, a safe guide to conceivability/imaginability.

C A dead-end case of prima facie conception/imagination must either involve a
contradiction or fail to serve as a vehicle for propositional content in some other way.

i and ii together correspond to the idea we developed above on general prima
facie. iv is the definition of our dogmatic, possibilist path. The intermediate conclu-
sion ic (from i-v) is the positive framing of the conclusion C. Paraphrased, the argu-
ment states that if something is not a mental state that involves an attitude towards
a proposition (yet), but a process of linguistic parsing that can function as a vehicle
for propositional content, the corresponding brain states that constitute the parsing
must be non-contradictory. And therefore, if the opposite is the case, it must be so
either because the respective brain states are contradictory or possibly because of
some other reason.

But what could it mean for the brain states corresponding to linguistic parsing to
be contradictory? How does this help us to investigate the logical substructure of
dead-end types of prima facie conception? We believe the implications of the conclu-
sion are insightful for the following reasons:

2 Concerning transcendental arguments in contemporary philosophy cf.: Gram (1977), Kuusela (2008).
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Let us recur to the mystery box we thought we had already got rid of; given that
a prima facie act, if it does not ideally lead to propositional understanding, must be
either contradictory (or something else must be held responsible for it not qualifying
as a vehicle for propositional content), a dead-end prima facie act of imagination/
conception can possibly be broken down as follows.

Metaphorically speaking, we have by now opened the big mystery box H; i.e. we
have divided H into the two transparent, safe types of prima facie conception (PFCC
and PFCI) and two problematic, still in a way ‘obscure’ types of prima facie concep-
tion (PFCC and PFCI). One could represent our current insight by colouring in
the mystery box, highlighting in black the two possible obscure cases of prima facie
conception: [[J. Although we have defined the obscure types in that we have assumed
that they ‘throw back’ to a safe type, they are still obscure insofar as we have not
specified how their ‘throwing back’ to a corresponding safe type of prima facie con-
ception/imagination takes place.

The core idea of this section now is that, relying on the line of reasoning presented
in the transcendental argument for the deep logical substructure of prima facie con-
ception, one can ask about the conditions of possibility for why a dead-end case of
prima facie conception might be obscure, treating the unsafe types like two substruc-
tural, nested mystery boxes B and W’ in [I:

For if one assumes that a dead-end prima facie act can arise from the combination
of safe prima facie acts, i.e. from two prima facie acts of conception/imagination that
per se each convey an imaginable/conceivable proposition or object, the following
possible causes for the contradictory nature of PFCC and PFCI seem to arise:

(I) two®" safe, each per se imaginable, yet taken together contradictory acts of
prima facie imagination resulting from the parsing of S.

(I) two safe, each per se conceivable, yet taken together contradictory acts of prima
facie conception resulting from the parsing of S.

(III) a safe act of prima facie imagination that contradicts a safe act of prima facie
conception resulting from the parsing of S.

(IV) something else (for example, a consequence of humans being poorly built
machines prone to error, or, you probably expected it, we could take this pos-
sible cause to be a sub-sub-structural mystery box, of a substructural mystery
box, of the mystery box: as a = in B in [[J).

Although examples are somewhat out of place here, as we do not wish to contribute
to our understanding of how the brain actually works in these cases, a brief example
follows to illustrate this idea, which should therefore be taken with a pinch of salt:

Suppose an agent receives the sentence ‘I am sitting in the library and I am reading
and also not reading’.

The assumption we have just made is that the resulting totality of brain states
generated by parsing in a competent speaker cannot function as a vehicle for propo-
sitional content in such cases. However, we assumed that this does not preclude, say,

390f course, more than two conflicting states are possible, but this is covered in point IV. See further down
in the text.
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the first part of the sentence, ‘I am sitting at the library and I am reading’, from con-
veying a substructural proposition, which is entirely imaginable. Since this is a case
in which two scenarios, each of which is in itself sensorially imaginable (‘I am sitting
in the library and I am reading’ and ‘I am sitting in the library and [ am not reading’),
are in contradiction with one another (there is no logically possible world that could
make this scenario true), this would be a case of the category 1.

It thus seems that even without abandoning the possibilist dogma concerning con-
ceivability, it is possible to distinguish between different possible causes for differ-
ent dead-end prima facie conceptions/imaginations. And importantly, some of those
possible causes must provide safe, propositional grounding (I-III). For it seems that
either I-III must be the case or that, well, something else (IV) must be responsible
for dead-end prima facie conceptions/imaginations. The two obscure kinds of prima
facie conception (PFCC, represented by B, and PFCI, represented by W’) can
thus, so we propose, be partly illuminated by non-dogmatic (we still leave IV open),
transcendental reasoning:

If the parsing of a sentence (or a set of sentences) S does not convey a proposition,
this does not exclude that the respective sentence/set of sentences can nevertheless be
a vehicle for substructural, safely prima facie imaginable/conceivable propositional
content. The cases I-III seem to reflect the idea of a possible propositional substruc-
ture of sentences that do not convey a proposition. Remember the principles of safe
prima facie conception distribution and prima facie imagination distribution?

[(enY) ¥ L] — [(OPFCCoAOPFCCy) «—OPFCC(pAY)],
safe prima facie conception distribution,

[(eAY) ¥ L] — [(OPFCIpAOPFCIY) «—OPFCI(pAY)],
safe prima facie imagination distribution.

We note that these principles do not exclude what we have just proposed concern-
ing an understanding of the propositional substructure of contradictions; for prima
facie imaginability/conceivability of contradictory matters is indeed excluded by
these principles,but it is not excluded that two respective (substructural) conceivable/
imaginable propositions can be imagined/conceived of ‘separately’ from each other.

5 The substructure of prima facie and intuitions

Some of what has been discussed here touches on a long-standing dispute in the phil-
osophical tradition; for what we have observed is that in complex matters, we cannot
rely on prima facie conception, since we do not have an introspective method to
understand exactly when we are dealing with a possible conception/imagination that
is mappable to the linguistic entity we believe to grasp, and when it is not. It seems
we cannot make prima facie conception ‘transparent’. Just think of the example of the
unsuccessful mathematicians given by Priest that was discussed above.
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This lack of a method to render prima facie conception transparent is called the
‘Leibnizian objection’ because, in his Meditations on Knowledge, Truth, and Ideas,
Leibniz raised this objection to Descartes’s notion of conception (Oliveri, 2021).

Note, however, that it was not our aim to make acts of prima facie conception
transparent in the Cartesian sense of being evident and, therefore, reliable. Mostly the
aim of the paper was to show that there is a possibilist, dogmatic way of understand-
ing prima facie conception in cases that imply a logical contradiction. It was also
not our ambition to provide arguments against the conceivability of impossibilities.
The result is therefore mainly that a purely possibilist modal epistemology seems
anything but transparent; for it may happen more often than we think that what we
believe to be expressed by a sentence takes us astray and that we have no good way
of finding out (by, say, introspection).

Nevertheless, we want to say a few words about the relation of the findings to intu-
itions (again, not understanding intuitions in the sense of ‘immediate’, ‘transparent’
conceptions/imaginations, as is done in some places in philosophy, but in the sense
of phenomenal correlates to acts of imagination/conception that often lead us astray).

One can have the intuition that p even given the fact that p is false (Climenhaga,
2017) and there seems to be a “[...] lack [of] independent justification for the belief
that intuitions are reliable” (Pust (2014), ch. 3.2).

Nevertheless, intuitions often have a certain argumentative ‘weight’ in many
debates — philosophers, scientists (and most individuals of the species Homo Sapi-
ens) de facto rely on intuitions. And sometimes, intuitions apparently can have so
much ‘weight’, that we are prepared to accept intuitions as evidence that is believed
to justify far-reaching adjustments with regard to philosophical methods, theories
and beliefs. It is obscure, however, how we can reliably distinguish between those
intuitions we should rely on, and those we should not — or if we can truly discriminate
at all (Climenhaga, 2017).

Sometimes intuitions seem to be of help, when it comes to assessing the plausibil-
ity of a prima-facie conception (for instance when mathematicians have an intuition
about a certain proof system that is well suited for a specific kind of problem), and
sometimes they lead us astray. It seems that what we have discussed in this paper
might potentially help to develop a (logically conservative, i.e. normal) framework
that discriminates helpful®' intuitions from those that are not.

For not only could it be argued that the present approach might pave the way to
answering the question of what our intuitions sometimes are about when we are ‘on
the edge of conception’ (they might be about safe prima facie acts of conception).

What we have called safe substructural prima facie conceptions, which could be
taken to underlie dead-end prima facie acts, provide a propositional grounding that
can be more or less visual in nature (PFCI and PFCC). Also, the substructural possi-
bilities I-11I (cf. above) obtained via the transcendental argument and the combinator-
ics of these two prima facie forms seem to offer something like possible criteria for
the reliability of an intuition; for it could be assumed that certain combinations (of
substructural prima facie imagination and conception) have different effects on our

31 Helpful in the sense of ‘not leading us astray’, as can happen in the case of a ‘bad’ approach in mathemat-
ics in view of a conjecture falsely believed to be a theorem.
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reasoning than others and could thus guide us better than other acts of prima facie
conception.

It is important to acknowledge that we have not said much here about exactly how
one might, through introspection, arrive at the conclusion that one particular intuition
related to a conception/imagination is more reliable than another. It has merely been
shown that, from a bird’s-eye view of epistemology, a distinction can be drawn that
may only be recognised by the perfect, ideally informed neuroscientist. Ultimately,
therefore, it remains open how much we can draw from these bird’s-eye-view find-
ings for the functioning of intuitions.

Nevertheless, at least from the bird’s eye view, the propositional nature of safe
prima facie subtypes might make it possible to explain what the content of intuitions
is, if it should not be the (alleged) content of dead-end prima facie conceptions: If one
assumes, as is common, that the worlds in W are sorted in terms of their similarity, an
assignment of the corresponding sentences to a possible world could be realised via
the assignment of substructural safe prima facie conceptions; consider, for example,
the following two counterpossibles as clarificatory examples:

(1) If Wittgenstein’s non-existent friend squared the circle in his private language,
we should rethink our maths.

(2) If the best mathematician alive would square the circle, we should rethink our
maths.

It might, for instance, be possible to show that the substructural safe prima facie
conceptions arising from the parsing of the antecedent in the second case (taken to
be a linguistic entity at this stage) ‘picks out’ a closer possible world than the safe,
substructural prima facie conceptions that might underlie the dead-end conception
caused by the parsing of sentence one. This would possibly explain the different
intuitions concerning the truth of 1 and 2 that philosophers report to have. And it
wouldn’t change the fact that we should perhaps continue to treat counterpossibles
the same way, because it doesn’t affect what we sometimes believe their antecedents
express. In other words: the here proposed theory could help to show that what we
sometimes apparently intuit to be our conception of counterpossibles (conditionals
with impossible antecedents) actually corresponds to the conception of a substruc-
tural conditional with a logically possible antecedent. According to our ‘path’, epis-
temically speaking, counterpossibles do not exist.

Moreover, it should be noted that the possibility of recursive nesting of substruc-
tural prima facie acts (touched on in IV) arguably offers, logically speaking, the pos-
sibility of making infinitely fine-grained distinctions regarding the substructure of
prima facie conceptions. This could, therefore, potentially help to make infinitely
fine-grained distinctions when it comes to intuitions (again, from a bird’s eye per-
spective of epistemology). This, too, demands its own discussion.

It seems that, if there were any truth in what has been said, this would affect those
areas of philosophy that have to do with uncertainty, metaphysical disagreement,
intuitions, provability, proof theory, semantic parsing, modelling of finite agents or
that consist in the exploration of these very areas.
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6 Results

It has been shown that, on the basis of a purely possibilist view (exclusively based on
logically possible worlds), what Chalmers calls prima facie conception can likely be
broken down as follows: in some cases, when we (naively speaking) conceive prima
facie, safe acts of prima facie conception can be assumed and in other cases not.
Initially relying on the metaphor of the mystery box (H), we have shown that (what
we believe to be) the logical substructure of prima facie conception can be explored
much further than initially assumed. To this end, we have endeavoured a transcen-
dental argument that asks about the conditions of the possibility of safe and dead-end
prima facie conception/imagination. That is, the conditions of possibility of those
prima facie acts that, ideally speaking, necessarily throw us back to logical possibility
and those that, ideally speaking, do never guide to logical possibility.

We proposed that dead-end cases of prima facie conception, those acts of prima
facie conception that do never lead to possibility and thus have no possible content,
could, so we suggested, be analysed in terms of a function that maps sentences to safe
prima facie acts of conception/imagination. This seems to pave the way to what we
called the (possibly recursive) logical substructure of prima facie conception.

If one is furthermore willing to accept our distinction between sensorial and con-
ceptual prima facie acts (and possibly even undecidable prima facie types in the spirit
of Yablo), this might provide a powerful approach that helps to elucidate (at least
from the bird’s eye view of epistemology) the as yet rather obscure relation between
what we intuit conceive, what our intuitions actually refer to and what is ideally con-
ceivable. We called the non-naive view of prima facie conception, the view that takes
into account the substructure, general prima facie conception.

Instead of adapting formal semantics to our intuitions, we propose to inquire fur-
ther ‘into’ H. For it seems that even if one may never get fully rid of H, there may
still be a great deal of meaningful things to say about what we arguably conceive of
when we (erroneously) intuit to conceive of impossibilities.*?
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